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Abstract 
Hangout with CERN refers to a weekly, half-hour-long, topical webcast hosted at CERN. The aim of the 
programme is threefold: (i) to provide a virtual tour of various locations and facilities at CERN, (ii) to discuss the 
latest scientific results from the laboratory, and, most importantly, (iii) to engage in conversation with the public 
and answer their questions. For each “episode”, scientists gather around webcam-enabled computers at CERN and 
partner institutes/universities, connecting to one another using the Google+ social network’s “Hangouts” tool. The 
show is structured as a conversation mediated by a host, usually a scientist, and viewers can ask questions to the 
experts in real time through a Twitter hashtag or YouTube comments. 
The history of Hangout with CERN can be traced back to ICHEP 2012, where several physicists crowded in 
front of a laptop connected to Google+, using a “Hangout On Air” webcast to explain to the world the importance 
of the discovery of the Higgs-like boson, announced just two days before at the same conference. Hangout with 
CERN has also drawn inspiration from two existing outreach endeavours: (i) ATLAS Virtual Visits, which 
connected remote visitors with scientists in the ATLAS Control Room via video conference, and (ii) the Large 
Hangout Collider, in which CMS scientists gave underground tours via Hangouts to groups of schools and 
members of the public around the world. 
In this paper, we discuss the role of Hangout with CERN as a bi-directional outreach medium and an opportunity 
to train scientists in effective communication. 
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1. Web 2.0: new communication opportunities 
Modern communication tools on the World-Wide 
Web and the proliferation of social media and 
networks, collectively dubbed Web 2.0, present new 
opportunities for scientists to engage directly with 
external audiences interested in their research. CERN 
and experimental collaborations hosted by the 
laboratory (ALICE, ATLAS, CMS and LHCb in 
particular) have embraced these new tools, making 
active use of them with dedicated accounts on 
channels like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. 
However, despite the interactive nature of social 
media, communication from CERN and the 
experiments has mostly been one-directional: from the 
scientists to the public. 
Here, we discuss briefly our experience with two-
way communication with the public, using the 
“Hangout On Air” video-conference and broadcast 
tool bundled into the Google+ social network. Detailed 
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information can be found in a previous publication [1] 
by the same authors. 
2. What is Hangout with CERN? 
Hangout with CERN (hereafter HWC) refers to a 
weekly, topical “talk show” hosted at CERN, typically 
half an hour in duration. HWC enables experts from 
CERN and collaborating institutes – experimentalists, 
theorists, engineers, computer scientists and 
communicators – to converse directly with members of 
the public across the globe, to discuss the latest results 
from CERN and the field of particle physics, and to 
answer questions from the public about that week’s 
subject. 
The show is produced using the Google+ platform’s 
“Hangout” tool. A Hangout is essentially a multi-user 
video-call, with up to ten simultaneous connections 
possible. Users may also share their screens, a feature 
that is used to show relevant images – photos, plots 
and diagrams – during HWC. A special kind of 
Hangout, known as a “Hangout On Air”, can also be 
webcast by the host onto their YouTube channel. Each 
Hangout On Air is automatically archived on the same 
YouTube channel. 
HWC is webcast on CERN’s YouTube channel1. 
There have been four main series (or seasons) of HWC 
so far, ranging from six to ten episodes per series, as 
well as some between-series specials. A full archive of 
all previous episodes is available2. 
Audience numbers for the live webcast range from 
~100 to ~1000, with ten times as many viewing the 
archived recordings of each episode. 
3. A brief history 
HWC can trace its roots to ICHEP 2012. Just two 
days after the announcement of the discovery of a new 
Higgs-like particle at the conference, several 
experimentalists from ATLAS and CMS gathered with 
their theorist colleagues in a conference room in 
Melbourne. They sat or stood in front of a webcam-
enabled laptop and launched a “Hangout On Air”. The 
idea was to post an invitation to the Hangout publicly, 
allowing any interested parties to fill in the remaining 
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nine slots of the ten-participant video call. However, 
the response was overwhelming, with hundreds of 
people trying to connect to the video call, causing even 
the hosts themselves to get ejected from the call at one 
point. It was finally decided to restrict audience 
participation to watching the YouTube stream, 
although their questions that were sent in via 
comments below the video and via other social 
networks received responses from the experts at 
ICHEP 2012. The Hangout3 proved to be popular and 
its format, typically restricting the Hangout itself to 
participating scientists but webcasting it on YouTube 
and answering questions the public send via social 
media, was the one adopted for HWC. 
Both ATLAS and CMS had previously had some 
success with using video-conference tools to engage 
with external audiences. ATLAS Virtual Visits4, which 
began in 2010, use video-conferencing and webcasting 
“to converse from within the ATLAS Control Room to 
worldwide audiences, including classrooms, outreach 
event participants, museum exhibition attendees, and 
national policy makers” [1]. The Virtual Visits 
programme has been widely recognised for its role in 
public engagement, and was awarded a Digital 
Communication Award in 2012 for Best Online 
Event5. 
CMS has also been organising Virtual Visits in the 
past, formalising the programme earlier this year. 
However, an early CMS foray into Google+ and 
Hangouts tested the waters several months before 
ICHEP 2012. In early 2012, CMS set up a series of 
underground Hangouts, called Large Hangout 
Collider, which connected scientists in the 
underground CMS experimental cavern with groups of 
students and members of the general public all over 
the world, taking them on a virtual tour of the detector 
cavern and experimental facilities. The unique nature 
of these Hangouts piqued the interest of the Google+ 
marketing team, who supported the initial webcasts on 
their official YouTube channel. The Google+ team 
also provided valuable advice to CERN and the other 
major LHC experiments on using Hangouts to webcast 
a regular show from CERN. The simplicity, at least in 
theory, of webcasting from anywhere on the CERN 
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 site with a laptop and a webcam suggested great 
potential for a series with a show-and-tell format. 
The first episode of HWC was webcast on 1 
November 2012. 
4. Aims, audiences and content 
Before launching the series formally, several 
stakeholders at CERN and collaborating institutes held 
meetings to determine the goals of the project and the 
various target audiences. These included the authors 
and representatives from ALICE (Kenneth Read) and 
LHCb (Patrick Koppenburg) as well as members of 
CERN’s Communication and Education groups. The 
aims of HWC were to be threefold: (1) to take viewers 
on a virtual tour of the laboratory, (2) to discuss the 
latest scientific results from CERN and high-energy 
particle physics, and (3) engage with the public by 
answering their questions. It was felt that a 
conversational format, in which the various 
participants could informally but clearly explain the 
topic of the week, would be most effective and 
enjoyable to the viewers. Such a structure would also 
encourage the viewers to participate in the Hangouts 
using social media by asking topical questions that the 
experts could address in real time. 
The shows would also be used to give the world a 
glimpse into life in particle physics, showcasing the 
diversity of the community. Through timely and 
newsworthy topics – chosen by consensus by a small 
core of regular participants – the key messages of 
(C)ollaboration, (E)ducation, (R)esearch and (N)ew 
technologies would also be conveyed. 
It was agreed to treat not only the number of 
viewers (of the live webcast and of the recording that 
is automatically prepared and stored on YouTube) but 
also the quality of questions asked by the public as 
metrics to gauge the success of HWC. 
5. “Producing” HWC 
5.1. Implementation 
The original assumption of simplicity and ease-of-
use proved to be false. Quoting our previous 
publication, “Implementation of each show required 
several key components: selection of topic, 
identification and solicitation of participants, creation 
of a programme outline (not an exact script), 
coordinated rollout of announcements, gathering of 
support information and images, site location, 
equipment installation, technical coordination for the 
launching, orchestration of the show, social media 
monitoring before, during and after the show, linking 
and communication of the video archive, comment 
response, evaluation in preparation for the next show.” 
[1] 
Producing each episode thus requires significant 
time contributions, from the authors in particular but 
also from other partners. 
5.2. Topics 
The authors solicit topics from the extended HWC 
team before the start of each series, taking into account 
upcoming conference dates and publication timelines. 
The usual suspects were quickly identified: recurring 
episodes covered the Higgs boson and its properties, 
antimatter, and computing. Despite the fact that, in 
addition to central coordination and support by author 
Kate Kahle from the CERN Communication Group, 
HWC has been supported mainly by the LHC 
experiments (notably ATLAS and CMS), topics are 
not in any way restricted to results from these. Results 
from the Antiproton Decelerator and ISOLDE 
facilities, for example, have also been presented. 
5.3. Participants 
Key roles for each HWC episode have been: 
 
1. Host: introduce the episode, steer the 
conversation and engage participants in a lively 
manner 
2. Topic experts: introduce the topic itself and 
provide relevant background information, 
answer questions from the public 
3. Social-media monitor: identify relevant 
questions by checking the #askCERN6 hashtag 
on Twitter, the comments to the Facebook and 
Google+ events created for each HWC episode, 
and the comments below the HWC live video on 
Youtube; present questions to the during the 
Hangout 
4. Producer: log in as CERN to initiate and webcast 
the Hangout, responsible for switching camera 
between participants, show slides with images 
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5. Outside guests (occasional): bring curiosity or 
topical expertise to the Hangout 
 
New faces have featured in almost every episode. 
5.4. Format 
Over the course of the first few episodes, a natural 
pattern for a typical HWC episode began to emerge, 
even though episodes are not scripted: 
 
• The host introduces the topic as well as all 
participating experts 
• A trivia question, usually of historical relevance, 
is asked to the viewers, who must send in their 
answers using #askCERN on Twitter or by 
replying below the HWC YouTube video 
• Experts discuss the topic briefly 
• Questions from the public (via social media) are 
brought to the experts to be answered 
• The answer to the trivia question along with the 
name of the first respondent with the correct 
answer are presented 
• A short wrap-up of any other CERN-/HEP-
related news 
• Next episode’s topic and guests (if known) are 
announced 
 
The format provides structure to the episodes and 
creates a sense of familiarity for regular viewers. 
5.5. Equipment 
As previously stated, the perceived simplicity of 
running a Hangout-based show was an important 
factor in taking initial plans further. In principle, one 
only needs a laptop/computer, a webcam, a 
microphone and headphones, a wired internet 
connection, and a modern web browser with the 
Google Talk plugin installed to participate in a 
Hangout. In practice, things were not as 
straightforward: 
 
• The host was usually accompanied by one or two 
other participants in front of the same computer. 
In such circumstances, the laptop’s built-in 
microphone and speakers were woefully 
inadequate, with some participants not being 
heard clearly. A dedicated USB-powered echo-
cancelling microphone+speaker unit was 
acquired and connected to the host’s laptop. 
• Locations with eye-catching or interesting 
backdrops were chosen for the host. These 
included places such as the ATLAS webcast 
facility or CERN’s Main Auditorium. However, 
additional lighting was sometimes needed to 
ensure that the participants’ faces were well 
illuminated. 
• Sometimes a wired internet connection had to be 
sacrificed in order for a “roving reporter” to join 
the Hangout from a unique remote location, such 
as a detector cavern. 
6. Summary and conclusions 
A weekly talk show hosted at CERN, HWC has 
allowed scientific experts to engage in two-way 
dialogue with the public, through the use of Web 2.0 
tools. HWC enables the latest scientific results and 
news to be shared with the public “straight from the 
horse’s mouth”. It has shown the openness of CERN 
and the people involved with research at the 
laboratory, and has provided valuable science-
communication training to the scientists and engineers 
who have participated. 
For a variety of reasons, including changing work 
commitments for the authors, that the future of HWC 
as a regular show is uncertain. However, the potential 
for the platform has been clearly established and 
discussions are in progress for running dedicated 
Hangouts from CERN around big events in the months 
to come. 
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